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During Buell's absence, the first week of the session terminated, and
during the week end of southern caucusing the South Carolina Con-
gressmen had had a prolonged interview with Buchanan. They were
under pressure from home to secure the surrender of the forts. They
and Governor Gist were convinced, probably by Trescott and Cobb,
that the administration would not surrender. Therefore it became their
purpose to prevent the sending of any reenforcements. They called on
the President Saturday December 8, asking him point-blank to promise
not to reenforce the forts; for, they said, they were confident if he gave
such a pledge South Carolina would make no move against federal
property.
Buchanan was wary and tried as usual to be crafty. He assured them
that he had no intention (1) of reenforcing the forts or (2) of altering
the present disposition of the troops. They need have no apprehension;
he was sure they and he understood each other. They left him to put
the substance of their understanding in writing and took it back to
him in the form of a signed statement. He added to it an interpretive
endorsement, to the effect that as they had no power to bind South
Carolina he could not undertake to bind the United States. He repeated
his verbal assurances of their complete understanding and told them
that if his purposes changed he would return this paper to them.24 He
believed he had made no commitment, but he had used double talk
which led them later to be sure he had.
The problem of the forts complicated the President's cabinet rela-
tions. Cobb, in resigning the day of the first interview with the South
Carolinians, dealt a blow personally as well as politically to President
Buchanan, who apparently liked Cobb best of all the cabinet. Having
no alternative to accepting the resignation, Buchanan sought immedi-
ately to find a successor. Through Thompson and Black he offered the
post to the North Carolina Congressman, Lawrence O'B. Branch,25
who declined it. Then he took from the Interior Department the Com-
missioner of Patents, Philip F. Thomas of Maryland. Thomas must
wrestle with the perplexities of a Treasury so bare that the government
could not meet its pay rolls; even Congressmen were without their
salaries.
No sooner was this place filled than a second resignation came, that